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Community leaders are often unsung heroes who work tirelessly for and with others in order 
to make a difference in their communities. In many cases, they take on leadership roles and 
responsibilities not because they are paid to do so, but because they have the motivation and 
commitment to address a perceived need for change and or practical improvement in some 
aspect of community life. This paper reports on an initiative that was established to support 
the learning and professional growth of community leaders in Queensland, Australia. The 
initiative is a specially designed website which provides a range of learning activities for 
community leaders including a problem based learning activity, cases studies of community 
leaders, and a range of articles and resources that illuminate issues and information deemed 
significant for leaders in the community.  The website was developed in partnership between 
a university and a volunteering peak body organisation and made possible through a 
university community service grant.   The intention of this paper is to give the reader insight 
into the processes that underpinned the development of the initiative and recount the issues 
and challenges that can emerge from partnership projects.    
Background
Over the last decade, community leadership programs in Australia (Lancashire, 2001) and 
elsewhere have proliferated. Currently these programs are provided by a range of 
organisations and providers such as government departments, universities and colleges, 
professional bodies and associations, not-for-profit organisations, schools, large and small 
corporations, consultants and church groups.
Volunteering Queensland Inc (VQ) is a not-for-profit organisation which serves as a peak 
body for volunteering in Queensland. As well as promoting volunteer excellence within 
community organisations and providing a state-wide referral service linking several thousands 
of people per year area to community settings, it also provides a suite of community 
leadership programs throughout the State. Four main programs include a youth leadership 
program; a regional leadership program; a community action leadership program; and a 
program for voluntary leaders across a host of organisations. Approximately 300 community 
leaders participate in these programs every year. One of the aims of VQ’s Education Unit is to 
enhance community participation and action through these programs as well as provide a 
range of other learning experiences (both accredited and non-accredited) and resources for 
volunteers and paid staff.
It was the development of a specially designed website to support and sustain all four of these 
community leadership programs taught by staff at VQ that became the focus of a project 
developed in partnership between staff from the Education Faculty at Queensland University 
of Technology and paid and unpaid staff at VQ.  A small QUT community service grant made 
it possible to employ a website designer and a research assistant to assist with the 
development of the project. This paper explores the development of the website and 
highlights some key issues and challenges which emerged from the collaborative partnership 
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action research methodology that both informed and steered the project.  The paper begins by 
exploring briefly some of the salient literature on community leadership, identifies the aims of 
the website, and provides a discussion of the process that was followed regarding its 
development.   
Community Leadership
Community leadership has been hailed by governments, corporations and other bodies as a 
much needed process because of its potential to create communities that are better able to 
respond to the complex sets of social and economic challenges. For example, the call for 
strong community leadership development that will help deal with the ‘rural crisis’ and 
rebuild community vitality and pride has been heard loudly and clearly in rural and regional 
communities throughout Australia (Rogers & Barker, 2001).  While community leadership 
can be understood as leadership in and for the community, there are many diverse 
understandings and approaches to the area of community leadership.  These in part reflect the 
very disparate and disputed definitions of both community and leadership. According to 
Anderson, O’Loughlin and Salt (2001, p.8), community leadership “is frequently based in 
place and so is local, although it can also represent a community of common interest, purpose 
or practice”. While community leadership can be exercised in a particular location such as 
regional Victoria or Queensland, it can be also demonstrated in relation to a specific issue or 
concern that goes beyond geography and national borders.  Anderson et al. (2001, p.8) also 
indicate that community leadership “can be individual or group leadership, voluntary or paid”. 
As such, it is not uncommon for community leadership projects to work across a variety of 
sectors such as not-for-profit, government, business and university enlisting support from paid 
and unpaid workers.
Central to many definitions is the idea that community leaders are active citizens in a range of 
roles rather than simply elected officials or those in formal leadership roles.  For some, the 
main focus of community leadership is to facilitate collaboration inclusive of diverse 
stakeholder groups including business, government and the non-profit sector (Chrislip & 
Larson, 1994), while for others it has a more critical and challenging role in providing a 
strong leadership or advocacy role for those who are least represented and most vulnerable 
(McAfee, 1993).
Community Leadership Programs
A cursory glance of the type of community leadership programs offered throughout two states 
in Australia: New South Wales (Andersen et al., 2001) and Victoria 
(http://www.leadershipvictoria.org) reveals a range and diversity of programs in terms of the 
participants who are targeted; the focus and purpose of the program; the cost; the mode of 
delivery; and the time frame involved.   
Volunteering Queensland’s community leadership programs are targeted at grassroots leaders 
in the informal sector of community.   This sector incorporates the grassroots associations, 
social movements, self-help, special interest groups, clubs and local action groups which are 
often not incorporated or formally structured. These groups are rarely acknowledged, 
resourced or supported, in what  Horton Smith (1997) has described  as the “flat earth maps of 
the non-profit sector” in which discussion is focused solely on non-profit organisations that 
both employ staff and utilise the efforts of volunteers through formal volunteer programs. 
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participants to engage with ideas and others as they come to identify the challenges and 
opportunities they face as leaders in their respective communities. The program provides a 
mixture of more formal sessions introducing participants to theoretical concepts and models 
as well as hands-on workshops that develop practical skills deemed essential in working with 
others in communities. Discussion and critical incident activities are used to help participants 
raise issues and work collectively to resolve them.  An important outcome for participants is 
the opportunity to learn with and from other participants. This is heightened when participants 
represent a diversity of community contexts and backgrounds.
Aims and Rationale of the Community Leadership Website
One of the key aims of the initiative discussed here was to enhance the skills and leadership 
competencies of community leaders via a range of e-learning activities, including interactive 
activities, to challenge and support their learning.  The project team was committed to 
developing and accessing resources both relevant and practical for grassroots leaders in a 
community setting.   Another key aim was to ensure this project was truly collaborative, not 
only for both of the institutional partners but also for the paid and volunteer staff in the 
project.  This was a key reason for using an action research methodology. 
The initial focus of the project was to prepare a website that would augment the learning of 
community leaders who had undertaken one of the four main programs provided by 
Volunteering Organisation. It was later decided that the website should be accessible to all; 
not only those who had experienced the community leadership programs, but potentially any 
one with an interest in the field.  Rather than designing  a set of materials for a specific cohort 
of community leaders, it was deemed more equitable to make the resources available to 
anyone with an interest in community leadership issues.
The main rationale for designing a web-based learning experience for community leaders was 
due to fact that many leaders in communities (particularly those for whom involvement is 
voluntary and unpaid) do not always have access to structured or formal programs of learning 
for a variety of reasons. A web-based resource, however, has the advantage that it is both 
accessible and flexible and therefore has the potential to reduce the isolation of leaders in 
remote and rural communities. In its current form, the website includes readings on current 
leadership practices and skills; a problem based learning activity; ‘good practice’ tips on a 
range of pertinent topics deemed important for community leaders and an opportunity for 
leaders to share their tips with others; links to related leadership sites and materials; a set of 
case studies of community leaders in practice; and a link to the university partner’s home 
page.
The story from the beginning
As university lecturers involved in teaching leadership and management units within the 
Master of Education area, we welcomed the opportunity to broaden our knowledge base and 
understanding of ‘community leadership’. The project became an important learning 
experience since it enabled us to become more familiar with the types of issues and needs 
faced by community leaders. Involvement in a project of this nature also matched one of the 
key requirements for academic staff to participate in community service or community related 
activities. Because the goals of the project fitted comfortably the university’s criteria for 
community service grants, we applied for funding and were successful. Although the grant 
received was small, it supported the employment of a website designer (who provided the 
technical know-how and skills) and a research assistant (who undertook library searches to 
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Apart from the manager and another paid member of VQ, the rest of the participants were 
volunteers. The core project team consisted of seven people. 
Process of Designing and implementing a website  
The methodology that steered the project was action research and throughout the life of the 
project several phases or cycles of action research were implemented.  Action research is 
often seen as a process of problem solving and critical inquiry that leads to improvement or 
change in practice. In this project, action research led us to develop a product that we built 
upon and modified.
Action research involves a series of phases or cycles of planning, acting and observing, 
reflecting and replanning (Kemmis & Wilkinson, 1998, p.21). The process is depicted as a 
spiral because it is ongoing until the issue or problem is resolved.  Two key features of action 
research are its practical nature and its participative and collaborative focus (Kemmis & 
Wilkinson, 1998; Zuber-Skerrit, 1991). Action research is viewed as practical because the 
insights gained from the process of enquiry have the potential to lead to practical 
improvements of the given problem or situation. (Zuber-Skerritt, 1991, p.xiv). As Kemmis 
and Wilkinson (1998) state, it is “a collaborative social process of learning, realised by groups 
of people who join together in changing practices” (p.22). Action research is a well-known 
research approach that has been used in recent times to steer collaborative projects between 
universities and schools (Peters, 1999), universities and communities (Hooley, 2002; Holkup 
& Salois, 2004), and parents and teachers (Davies & Cooke 1998). Unlike some traditional 
forms of research that are characterised by unequal power relations between researcher and 
researched, action research is said to be democratic and based on genuine partnerships.  It was 
the democratic and egalitarian principles underpinning action research coupled with its 
problem solving potential that helped to steer the process the team followed in the 
development of the website.  
Action Research Cycles 
The team participated in two action research cycles during the course of the project. Each of 
these is discussed briefly.  Planning commenced for the project once it was established that 
the grant was successful. The purpose of the first meeting between the university staff and the 
manager of Volunteering Queensland was to revisit the research grant proposal, select priority 
issues, develop a plan and then act towards that plan. At this meeting, roles and 
responsibilities of both partners were negotiated. It was decided that the university partners 
would contribute some resources and activities as well as play the role of critical friends (in 
editing materials), while the VQ Manager would be responsible for working with and co-
ordinating the volunteers who would complete particular aspects of the website.  The VQ 
manager identified several very skilled volunteer staff who were interested in this project. It 
was agreed that they would attend the next meeting. A month later, another planning meeting 
was scheduled and this was critical as it allowed all members of the team to meet. Time was 
set aside for members to get to know each other and to set directions about the type of 
resources that would be gathered and generated. Team members were invited to choose an 
area which matched their interests and passions and to make a commitment to working on this 
part of the project. The acting part of the cycle involved each member of the team working on 
his or her own tasks and communicating with any or all of the rest of the team if the need 
arose.  Reflection was an important phase within the first action research cycle as meetings 
were dedicated to team members sharing what they had achieved and discussing where they 
would go next.  This was a worthwhile learning process as it helped to establish a sense of 
5where the overall product was heading. The website designer was present at these meetings 
which assisted him to gain a strong understanding of the emerging picture and how to develop 
a framework that would accommodate the unfolding site.  
The second action research cycle began with a planning session for designing the template for 
the website. Deadlines were set for completing all of the resources so that the website 
designer could start including the content. The website designer developed a template which 
was emailed to all team members for comment and suggestion. The skills and technical 
expertise as well as the creativity he brought to the design of the website were invaluable.
Over a period of some months, the designer worked arduously on the development of the 
website and posted the pertinent resources to the site.  A run-through of the website was 
provided and team members gave feedback to fine-tune it.  The project culminated in a launch 
of the website whereby people from the Faculty of Education within the university and 
members from VQ and the local community were invited to experience the new resource. The 
overwhelming feedback received from the attendees was that the website is a timely and 
worthwhile learning resource for community leaders.   As for the efficacy of the website, this 
will not be known until an evaluation of the website by the users is carried out in late 2004.  
Learnings and Reflections 
The final part of this paper is a discussion of some of the key reflections on the learnings and 
challenges experienced by members of the project team.  To gauge team members’ 
perceptions, a short email survey was disseminated which asked them to identify some of the 
key learnings that emerged from being involved in the project as well as the key challenges 
they faced and how these were overcome. 
Key learnings and outcomes 
The most important outcome of the project was that it resulted in the achievement of a 
community leadership website, a resource with the potential to support the ongoing learning 
and development of community leaders. Not only did we receive very positive feedback about 
the website’s suitability and usefulness for community leaders from stakeholders who 
attended the launch, but also there was a strong perception amongst members of the team that 
what we had created would be an important resource for leaders in the community.  
An important learning identified by members of the project team were gains in knowledge 
about community leadership and activities. Almost all team members commented on their 
improved understandings of community based work. As one said, I have “a better 
understanding of roles and make-up of community groups” while another who hadn’t had 
much experience working in a volunteering capacity, indicated she “learned to have a 
stronger appreciation for [the work of] volunteers”.
Furthermore, all of the team members reported gains for themselves as individuals in terms of 
specific skills and competencies developed from their involvement in preparing specific 
materials or resources.  For Volunteering Queensland staff, a key positive was the chance to 
develop and refine their thinking in regard to their work with community leaders. 
Members of the team commented favourably on the collaborative process that underpinned 
the operation of the project and the opportunity it provided for sharing and learning. For one, 
there was value in “meeting and working with a fantastic, dedicated and highly skilled group 
of people”, while for another “being valued as a team member and being able to contribute 
openly” was purposeful.  Another member of the team appreciated the opportunity “to
6observe and immerse in … group dynamics of which I have not previously been exposed … in 
my working, social or community life”.
Key Challenges
The challenges faced by the team seemed to relate to (i) resources (via time and money) to 
undertake the project and (ii) developing and sustaining a collaborative and equal partnership 
amongst members of the team.   That finding time to work on the project emerged as a 
challenge for participants in this study was not surprising as other action research projects 
(see Holkup & Salois, 2004;  Peters, 1999) have identified limited time on top of other 
workload issues as challenges faced by participants. In our study, a couple of project members 
talked about the need to juggle work commitments so that they could invest time, effort and 
energy into this project. For one member,  
“some health issues combined with tight timeframes and another concurrent project 
left me overstretched and unable to meet at least one agreed deadline … One lesson 
here is that it serves to remember that people and projects in the community sector are 
generally under-resourced and stretched to their limits and so perhaps timelines need 
to be more realistic”. 
Because the project was made possible by a university grant, it was essential that we worked 
within structured timelines and formal procedures.  While we endeavoured to achieve a 
‘genuine partnership’ (Grundy, 1998), we were working within constraints that made it 
impossible to be completely flexible and responsive. To deal with this challenge, the team 
renegotiated some dates which then allowed this team member to complete the work without 
being under too much pressure.  The second part of the quote is also a plea for greater 
flexibility and understanding of the needs of particular partners in partnership oriented 
projects. The comment about the under-sourcing of the community sector is a reminder to us 
that so much work carried out in and by members in the community is due to goodwill based 
on a commitment to serve others.    
The other key challenge faced was the desire to ensure the process was going to be 
undertaken in a collaborative and collegial manner and in the spirit of democratic action 
research. However, as Grundy (1998) and Peters (1999) remind us, democratic partnerships 
are problematic and not always easy to put into practice due to a range of structural and 
cultural impediments, not to mention institutional constraints and other types of pressures.  As 
alluded to earlier, a tight timeframe governed by university regulations compromised our 
ability to be completely flexible regarding the completion dates of work.   Another challenge 
that was problematic for the university partners was the potential perception that other team 
members may have had of us regarding our ‘greater expertise’ due to the ‘privileged position’ 
of working within the university. We worked hard to dispel this perception and endeavoured 
to create a climate where the “distinctive interests of all parties [were] … taken into account” 
(Gore 1995 in Grundy, 1998, p.43). In reality, however, many of the defining decisions about 
the project’s direction had been decided upon at the grant writing stage (by the authors of this 
paper) and, for this reason, the three of us shaped this project some six months before the 
team was assembled and commenced work on it. 
It was at the first couple of meetings that the three of us worked diligently to set a positive 
and inclusive climate where the new members of the team could feel comfortable and 
supported to work collaboratively on the project. In keeping with tenets of planning 
collaborative research (Peters, 1999), we considered it was important to invest time in 
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based support. One team member indicated that he had some initial doubt about his ability to 
produce materials because he did not have any direct experience or qualifications (i.e. in 
journalism) that might help him complete the tasks he agreed to complete. However, after the 
first couple of meetings, his fears were allayed “due to the atmosphere of respect evident 
among [the] group”.  Yet, one of the academic members of staff said, 
“the team process was a balancing act between being members of a collaborative and 
egalitarian team process on the one hand and critical friends who edited material on 
the other”.
Both academic members of staff as well as the manager of Volunteering Queensland tried 
hard not to appear to the ‘experts’ or the chief decision makers. Even so, this created some 
tension as indicated in the aforementioned quote. The situation was overcome by the 
academic providing constructive and positive feedback to team members and at the same time 
providing ‘editorial suggestions’ for improvement. The aim was to provide feedback that 
would be perceived as non-threatening as possible. This issue was also addressed by working 
through the manager in the early stages of the project. The experience of being involved in 
this project reinforced the challenges that are endemic “in negotiating partnerships in which 
power is shared equally and learning is reciprocal” (Peters, 1999, p. 2). However, in summary 
and overall, the feedback from team members regarding the process that steered the project 
was overwhelmingly positive and the challenges, while not unsurmountable, were dealt with 
as they arose. 
Conclusion
In many ways the experience of being involved in this project was a reflection of what  it 
means to do ‘community leadership’.  As alluded to earlier, community leadership represents 
a community of common interest, can be voluntary or unpaid, and works across different 
sectors (Anderson et al., 2001). The focus or common interest of the project was the 
development of a website resource for community leaders. It comprised both voluntary and 
paid members who contributed to its development and it involved a partnership between a 
university and a community based organisation (Chrislip & Larson, 1994). At the core of the 
project was our desire to prepare a resource that would be empowering for leaders; those 
unsung heroes who work so often with limited resources, yet achieve so much for those they 
serve. Given the nature of the under-resourced community sector, it would not be surprising 
to learn that the two challenges we faced during the course of the project, i.e. limited 
resources (financial and time) and the quest for building and sustaining genuine collaborative 
partnerships, are challenges community leaders confront and deal with in their everyday 
endeavours.
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